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Over the last two decades, teachers in Australia have witnessed multiple incar-
nations of the idea of ‘educational accountability’ and its enactment. Research
into this phenomenon of educational policy and practice has revealed various
layers of the concept, particularly its professional, bureaucratic, political and cul-
tural dimensions that are central to the restructuring of educational governance
and the reorganization of teachers’ work. Today, accountability constitutes a
core concept of neoliberal policy-making in education, both fashioning and nor-
malizing what counts as teacher professionalism in the ‘audit society.’ This arti-
cle focuses specifically on the recent introduction by the Australian Federal
Government of standardised literacy testing in all states across Australia, and
raises questions about the impact of this reform on the work practices of English
literacy teachers in primary and secondary schools. We draw on data collected
as part of a major research project funded by the Australian Research Council,
involving interviews with teachers about their experiences of implementing
standardised testing. The article traces the ways in which teachers’ work is
increasingly being mediated by standardised literacy testing to show how these
teachers grapple with the tensions between state-wide mandates and a sense of
their professional responsibility for their students.
Keywords: standards-based accountability; reification; professional responsibility;
ethics
The educational point of view enables one to envisage the philosophic problems where
they arise and thrive, where acceptance or rejection makes a difference in practice.
(Dewey, 1985, p. 338)
Introduction
In recent decades, neoliberal reforms in Australia have significantly affected public
education. This impact is multidimensional and profound, involving a series of
transformations in educational governmentality, teacher professionalism and profes-
sional education, curriculum, assessment in/of schools and the social relationships
between the profession and the public. Sociological research into the political,
economic, social and cultural effects of such reforms is extensive and the nuanced
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analysis in the literature shows how far-reaching these changes are (Ball, 2003;
Firestone, 2003; Ingersoll, 2003; Ozga, 2009; Ross & Gibson, 2007; Taubman,
2009). We have learned from the literature on educational governance that free-mar-
ket individualism and the largely uncontested triumph of neoliberal reforms have
changed the very idea of public education and an educated public (Gale, 2006;
Kostogriz, 2007; Luke, 2006; Luke & Woods, 2008; Sachs, 2003). New (and mutat-
ing) forms of political reason and discourse have emerged to mediate social rela-
tions between the state and the profession, including those that are characterised by
the re-delegation of state responsibility – but not power – to teachers and by the
audited technologies of accountability and ‘terrors of performativity’ that reduce
both professional autonomy and the value of teacher professionalism (Ball, 2003).
These evaluation measures, as Freire (1998) once pointed out, are seldom used to
improve teachers’ practice or, indeed, education. Rather, they are imposed to
discipline educators, transform their practices and reconfigure relations between the
schools and the community so that the discourses of marketization, privatisation,
entrepreneurship and profit-making become incorporated into the common-sense
way many of us understand education today.
Reflecting on the rise of neoliberalism and the current hegemony of its guiding
principles in the major spheres of the socio-economic life, David Harvey (2005,
p. 3) argues that this process has entailed “much ‘creative destruction’, not only of
prior institutional frameworks and powers . . . but also of divisions of labour, social
relations, welfare provisions, technological mixes, ways of life and thought, repro-
ductive activities, attachments to the land and habits of the heart.” In education, the
politics of ‘creative destruction’ have usually acquired the form of standards-based
reforms. Their implementation relies on managerial accountability and performativi-
ty measures that aim to dramatically change the face and function of public educa-
tion. If previously (in the post-war years), one of the main concerns of welfare
states was the provision of liberal education that would contribute to the public
good, personal betterment and national socio-economic development, now neolib-
eral policies have marketized, privatized, deregulated and ‘surveilled’ education
according to the principles of free market (Ross & Gibson, 2007). As a result, all
responsibility for education outcomes has been transferred to individual schools that
are supposed to compete for dwindling resources and student enrolments. Neoliberal
governments have eliminated the concept of professional responsibility and replaced
it with individual accountability (Hursh, 2005), pressuring teachers to find solutions
for broad social and cultural problems that supposedly facilitate students’ engage-
ment with learning.
The culture of standards-based accountability in the Australian system of public
education is still a relatively new phenomenon. It is concerned with the auditing of
schools through mandated literacy and numeracy tests and the establishments of
internal control or self-monitoring mechanisms. Standards-based accountability is
directly linked to the discourses of quality, effectiveness and improvement that are
increasingly consolidating their hold on public schools. The current regime of man-
dated assessment and reporting epitomizes a form of innovation in educational prac-
tices to address the perceived risks and problems and to ensure effectiveness and
quality teaching. Central to the introduction of such an innovation is a mistrust of
teachers’ ability to make professional judgments and, indeed, of making decisions
about what and how they teach. Holding teachers accountable, in this sense, has
very little to do with raising one’s sense of ethical responsibility, but is rather linked
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to setting up monitoring mechanisms that ‘help’ teachers get used to the “ritual of
verification” (Power, 1997, p. 123) and self-monitoring of one’s performance (Shaw
& Wright, 2000). As an ideology, the new accountability culture attempts to work
in such a way that schools and teachers are coming to think of themselves as “sub-
jects of audit” (Power, 1994, p. 5). Not only does it force schools to comply with
the audit requirements and performance measures of learning outcomes, as man-
dated by standardized literacy and numeracy tests, it also requires teachers to make
a qualitative shift in consciousness. This type of accountability presents a major
contradiction for teachers in public schools, both reshaping their sense of profes-
sionalism and provoking their resistance.
This article examines the effects of educational accountability on the profes-
sional practice and ethics of teachers. It draws on interviews with teachers at a local
primary school in Melbourne about their experiences of standards-based reforms,
and specifically the introduction of the National Assessment Project – Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN). As with all teachers across Australia, these teachers are
undergoing transformations in the way they are required to perform their roles by
the federal government and, in turn, to relate differently to students and parents as
‘clients’ of their services. Teachers have not all reacted in the same way to these
reforms – other teachers from other schools who have been involved in our research
project have welcomed neo-liberal forms of accountability – but the experiences of
this particular group of teachers exposes contradictory aspects of these reforms, rais-
ing fundamental questions about the situation of educators at the current moment.
We are using the word ‘situation’ here to name the experiences of these teach-
ers, as they endeavour to negotiate a way forward within a professional world that
is increasingly mediated by standards-based reforms. Our argument will be that
their experiences as they have reported them to us show how the culture of
accountability tends to reify teachers and to transform their sense of professional
responsibility to their students and communities. We draw on a tradition of critical
inquiry that has its roots in German philosophy and sociology (Marx, Lukács,
Honneth) to analyse the effects of reification and to challenge the narrow scope of
neoliberal ethics as a duty to be publicly accountable. Analysing research data
collected in this school, we invoke a situated notion of practice and ethics, which
involves both professional obligation and moral decision-making. The teachers on
whom we shall be focusing have reflected on their sense of responsibility as felt
and responsibility as acted in intersubjective relations with others (students, parents
and colleagues). We argue that responsibility is moved by and enacted within the
situated events of pedagogical practice in which these teachers are called upon to
recognize and respond to difference. The prospect of an ethical subject (Badiou,
2001; Zizek, 2000) appears to emerge from what these teachers have to say about
their felt sense of professional responsibility for students, in contradistinction to
neo-liberal rhetoric about accountability and performativity.
The effects of accountability on teachers: refocusing on the local
Making teachers and schools accountable through high-stakes testing has become a
hallmark of standards-based reforms in developed countries since the early 1990s.
All states in Australia have been administering some forms of large-scale literacy
and numeracy assessment during that time. In 2008, the National Assessment Pro-
ject – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) was introduced on a national scale to
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assess all students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 in reading, writing, language conventions
and numeracy. This test provides data to compare students’ performance in schools
and systems against national standards and with students in other states and territo-
ries. The Australian government has attached high stakes to this test and all states
use performance data for school accountability purposes. The proponents of the
NAPLAN argue that these data will lead to better outcomes by making test scores
available to the parents and communities as the test establishes a national standard
against which schools can be judged. These measures, the proponents believe, will
clarify expectations, lead to improvements in student learning and motivate greater
effort on the part of teachers and students. They also believe that the reporting of
students’ test results on the My School website is a key way of ensuring account-
ability on the part of Australian school systems. The website supposedly represents
a new level of ‘transparency’ that enables parents to locate statistical and contextual
information about schools, see how they perform, compare them and supposedly
make informed choices (see http://www.myschool.edu.au). The new accountability
mechanism has been questioned by the profession in terms of the manner in which
it is translated into practice and the consequences, both apparent and covert, which
follow (see, e.g. Australian Education Union, www.aeufederal.org.au/Publications/
2010/NS/papers.html). It is apparent for teachers that mandated assessment enables
educational bureaucrats and politicians to set improvement goals for schools and to
impose a more rigid control on what and how they teach. The effects of such mea-
sures on teachers’ work have received much attention, particularly by researchers in
the US and the UK (Fuhrman & Elmore, 2004). However, the impact of the regula-
tory approach to measuring learning outcomes, teaching quality and effectiveness
on the professional ethics of teachers remains largely unexplored. What we cur-
rently observe is that the standards-based reforms in Australia increasingly blur a
distinction between managerial accountability and professional responsibility. In the
drive to find quantifiable measures of educational outcomes, as Strathern (1997)
argues, there might be always a danger of conflating the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’. This
presents a major challenge to the very possibility of regaining the democratic poten-
tial of the ethical – i.e., professional responsibility in/for education – through the
political. Over several decades, as Biesta (2004) argues, the practices of managerial
accountability have not only been reshaping educators’ understanding of what edu-
cation ‘ought’ to be, but have also undermined any sense of the political engage-
ment on the part of educators.
Hence, our aim in this article is not only to look at the covert consequences
of test-driven accountability for the professional ethics of teachers but also at
what is politically possible in the current context to teach ethically. How do
teachers perceive their responsibility in the current climate? What are the real
effects of accountability, as compared to its rhetoric and normative assumptions?
How does the managerialist model affect teachers’ relationships with students and
their professional decision-making? In light of these and related questions, the
larger project in which we have been engaged has sought to understand the
everyday work of teachers and their institutional practices across a variety of
public schools in Victoria and South Australia. In this article, however, we are
focusing on the experiences of teachers in just one small school in Melbourne
that caters for an ethnically and socially diverse community. This school, unlike
larger schools that are characterised by more complex managerial structures, pro-
vides a small window on how some teachers encounter, negotiate and resist the
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demands of national accountability measures. Their social relationships with stu-
dents, parents and colleagues are arguably not mediated by institutional structures to
quite the same degree as those of teachers in larger schools, with the result that the
contradictions that these teachers experience with the introduction of standards-based
reforms can be identified and described more starkly and boldly. At the same time,
we feel these experiences of teachers still provide a perspective on the struggles
experienced by teachers in other settings. The validity of our representation of their
experiences, however, does not depend on the possibility of generalising those expe-
riences as though they are shared by all teachers, as in a survey, but on the extent to
which it provides insights into this specific situation as these teachers experience it
(cf. Bakhtin, 1993, pp. 86–87).
The local school
Tarona1 is a small primary school of 200 students that is located in a multicultural
suburb, five kilometers from the city of Melbourne. In the post-war years, the sub-
urb became home to a large number of migrants from Italy and Greece. More
recently, migrants from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Turkey and other Islamic countries
have arrived, contributing to the cultural and linguistic richness of the local commu-
nity and its commercial vitality. More than 40% of residents in this suburb speak
languages other than English at home. The most commonly used languages are
Italian, Greek, Arabic, Mandarin, Turkish, Vietnamese, Indonesian, Spanish, Hindi
and Croatian. Reflecting this diversity, more than 50% of students in Tarona
Primary School come from a language background other than English. The multicul-
tural composition of the school is perceived by teachers we spoke to as something
that they celebrate. As they state, “that’s what we think is one of our strengths . . . is
being a multicultural school”. It should be noted, however, that the suburb is also
undergoing gentrification with many students coming to school from “professional
families” and “with a love of literature”. “They love to read, they love to be read to.
They’re used to that as a part of their daily life” (as one of the teachers, Lisa,
remarked in an interview with us). There are also quite a few students in the school
who come from disadvantaged families, as well as children “with no English” from
the families of recent migrants. Yet, the teachers acknowledge that in general “the
parents are wanting to send their children to school because they see that education
is an important part of their child’s life. So there’s a high respect for that, too.”
The school’s philosophy and practices centre on the needs of students by
acknowledging and valuing their cultural diversity, creating a friendly and support-
ive environment, and providing a stimulating and academically rigorous curriculum.
It has invested quite extensively in the professional learning of its staff to enhance
their capacity to be responsive to students’ literacy needs, and to develop internal
school assessment processes and introduce programs both for students who require
extra support and those who excel and need extension. Such a responsive education,
according to the principal, would have been impossible without a strong sense of
professional community. As she says, “that is something that I think is really impor-
tant, that we need to protect, because I think good things flow from a positive
[workplace] culture.” One of the good things she refers to is a sense of collective
responsibility for children’s learning and accountability to parents and the local
community. The school values professional dialogue and collegiality in developing
the educative curriculum and assessment processes that inform teachers’ work:
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We looked at the 2009 [internal assessment] data and we said, “What does this tell us
about our children?” We made up a bit of a list. We’ve got strengths in this area. We
need to work on this area. So then we started to plan accordingly. We looked at indi-
vidual children who are excelling or who need support. And we’ve started discussing
how we’re going to cater for those children. So just trying to create that culture of
sharing the responsibility for all the children in the school. It’s not one individual tea-
cher’s responsibility. They have them for a year but someone else will have them. So
just trying to create that open dialogue. (School principal)
As we have noted, the 2009 assessment data to which the principal is referring were
generated within the school, as part of the teachers’ ongoing efforts to monitor the
literary development of their students. It is not as though these teachers are unfamil-
iar with standardised tests that are designed to diagnose their students’ literacy
needs. When, however, in discussion with us, they turned their attention to the man-
dated assessment that had been imposed on them in the form of NAPLAN and My
School, they could not see how such testing helped them in their everyday work:
“it doesn’t really help much at all, because by the time we get the results, they’ve
already moved on from there . . . we do it at the start of the year and get them
[results] virtually at the end of the year” (Tom). Besides some practical concerns,
they see these new external accountability measures as threatening the school’s
effort to foster a supportive school culture and professional community as well as
teachers’ professional autonomy in decision-making:
We think that the [internal] tests we give are given for a purpose. So collectively, we
sit down and say, “Well, do we really need to do the test? Is it really giving us what
we want? Why are we doing it in the first place?” And if we think it’s useless, we
allow ourselves to say, “Out with that. Let’s use something else that’s going to be
really informative, so that then we can see the overall picture and move on and teach
these kids to get to the next level.” . . . But now, that NAPLAN is out of the school’s
hands totally, . . . we have no say . . . We could have feedback from our internal test-
ing, our school-based testing. But there’s not really any feedback from the NAPLAN,
other than, “There you are. They’re on band 5.” (Marissa/Lisa)
There is a sense that these measures are more concerned about numbers rather than
students’ learning. The comments above are illustrative of the tension between
teachers’ sense of professional ethics as a matter of responsive teaching and the
recent growth in audit procedures, target setting and monitoring. For teachers in this
school, it is also arguable that this kind of accountability is justifiable in the inter-
ests of parents:
It’s not how we operate. As we said before, we assess and evaluate constantly and
give feedback. And when we evaluate the children . . . , the parents come in and we
present them with the report that they’ve taken away and they’ve read it. And if they
have any questions, they come in and we discuss it with them and we give them an
overall picture of their child. Whereas, the NAPLAN stuff comes out – “Here it is.”
It’s dots and columns. A lot of them don’t even understand that. (Sally)
The teachers are concerned about the current pressure to ‘technicise’ their practice
(Carr, 2000) through statistical data, which serves, in their view, mainly to avoid a gen-
uine engagement with the evaluative issues of students’ learning and their teaching.
The data and reporting produced as a result of mandated assessment cannot capture or
codify the complexity of both teaching and learning and, hence, neither assist teachers
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to engage in a critical reflection on their everyday practice nor provide a basis for mak-
ing decisions about the literacy development of their students. The teachers also ques-
tion a type of codification that neither their students nor parents can understand.
However, discussing the merits and demerits of various forms of assessment, the
school administration and teachers do not dismiss accountability in principle. For
instance, teachers recognize their accountability to parents and students as central to
a democratic education (e.g., ensuring the principles of rights, equity and justice in
one’s practice). Accountability, as a way of responding to the demands of others, is
an inseparable dimension of one’s professional ethics as practised at the school. Yet,
NAPLAN imposes on teachers a new form of accountability that is perceived by
teachers as detached from both their situated practice and the needs of children and
parents. This data mediated accountability seems to be alien to their situated profes-
sional ethics and values that they attach to relations with students and parents. From
this point of view, recognition of difference, care and the appreciation of children’s
sociocultural experiences as they engage in learning are usually valued very highly
by the teachers but seen as obliterated by bureaucracy. “We have a lot of pressure”,
teachers say, “to supply these data and to become public with this information. You
don’t really think it’s about the children. You think it’s about the politicians”.
The new political context demands new ways of teaching by numbers
(Taubman, 2009) and new ways of understanding the ethical. It demands schools to
demonstrate outcomes that begin to be perceived as indicators of product perform-
ativity and/or service quality. The neoliberal economic model of education positions
students and parents as customers of education, “as shoppers on the education mar-
ket regulated by the state” (Biesta, 2004, p. 239). In this sense, the current call for
greater accountability is not just another add-on to educational practices but can be
seen as constitutive of the practices themselves (cf. Ranson, 2003). It is not surpris-
ing, therefore, that teachers find it difficult to resist new accountability measures
that have already redefined what it means to be a teacher or, indeed, what counts as
education today. On the one hand, schools find themselves in a political situation,
where they must contend with external bureaucratic mandates to maintain a success-
ful school profile or improve it. On the other hand, teachers and schools use the
tactics of ‘fabrications’ or pedagogical ‘simulations’ (Ball, 2003; Webb, 2006) as
political forms of re-claiming of what ‘ought’ to be, of the ethical in the profession.
For instance, the school principal explains the situation as follows:
Everything is about the data these days. And look, I don’t necessarily think there’s
anything wrong with being accountable. I’m fine with that. I’m also fine with a school
being judged by the Department on its data to a certain extent. But we’re more than
data. We’re a community. And so we need to keep it in balance with other functions
that we fulfill. And I think that . . . like the simplistic league tables that are often
quoted can do a lot of damage to schools . . . because we’re talking about children and
we’re talking about human relationships. So I think . . . you also have to look outside
the data, too . . . Our community [parents] have to learn to judge us on more than that,
and have some faith in the school, and also look at schools as a whole picture – not
just about data. (emphases added)
This interview fragment captures well the ethical and political dilemmas that teach-
ers in Australia and elsewhere face today. Making the teachers’ work ‘transparent’
through performance audits for some may sound as a legitimate form of account-
ability, but for many teachers and school leaders this is a way of demoralizing the
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profession and negatively affecting both their professional identity and human rela-
tions with students and parents (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006). Similarly, a new
form of accountability alienates students by stripping the process of learning from
its situatedness in the world. It reduces learning and knowing to numbers. Talking
about students’ futures, politicians see high-stakes testing as a way of ensuring high
levels of literacy. However, what counts as literacy outcomes has been commodified
and fetishised to such an extent that numbers come to stand in for and mask social
relations in education. Indeed, it is this fetish of assessment data that politicians
believe would enable parents to make ‘informed’ choices in ‘purchasing’ education
without any recognition of the social and political conditions in which particular
schools, teachers and students find themselves.
Accountability and reification
In Marxist sociology, the ‘fetishism of commodities’ is a form of reification where
the social relations of labour do not appear as the immediate social relations of peo-
ple but as relationships between things (Marx, 1990). In education, numbers have a
reified form that is universally used to compare students’ learning outcomes and
other areas of school performance. “As far as standardized tests are concerned,” De
Lissovoy and McLaren (2003, p. 132) argue, “the scoring units represent the uni-
versal equivalent (the money indeed) in terms of which students, schools and dis-
tricts can be compared.” This is the first step, in their view, in reifying the
complexity of social relations by flattening them into “crude representations that
will conform to the logic of commodity production and exchange” (ibid). The pro-
cess of reification then triggers the production of other social pathologies in educa-
tion, including the loss of professional control over the process of teaching and
learning. This, however, becomes not only a matter of professional autonomy and/
or its loss; reification produces a more profound effect on the profession, targeting
its moral and ethical foundation – the human side of teachers’ practice and of
becoming and being a teacher. These effects of reification have been addressed by
key philosophers and sociologists. For instance, for Marx (1990), labour was the
highest form of social activity intimately related to becoming and being a human.
Hence, for the producer to lose control over the means of production was bound to
lead to many other expressions of reification such as inequality, oppression, exploi-
tation, demoralization, etc. Marx’s emphasis on the ‘unnatural separation’ and the
subject-object inversion that occurs when people confront (or are confronted by) the
products of their labour as something separate and alien from them remains a pow-
erful way of accounting for people’s experience of their lives as empty, meaningless
and absurd, and for their low sense of self-worth. Similarly, Simmel (1950) saw
reification or objectification as a tragedy of social life, leading to a loss of meaning
and freedom. As soon as the social becomes objectified, it acquires a life of its own
(e.g., as a self-referential and self-regulating system). These social systems, as a
result, form a set of objective and fixed meanings that belong to them alone and
their internal logic is opposed to the social practice that formed them. As Simmel
(1950, p. 58) argues, “‘society’ develops its own vehicles and organs by whose
claims and commands the individual is confronted as by an alien party.” This con-
flict between the reified social forms or systems and the people involved in
activities of economic or cultural production continues within the individual
(e.g., personality).
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Lukács provides a further exploration of the ‘social tragedy’ described by
Simmel and Marx, in which the worker is subordinated to the objective criteria of
performance, external to the worker’s personality and with no relation to it. But also
he argued that qualities and abilities that were once an organic part of the personality
became things that a person can own, or dispose of, like the various objects of the
external world (e.g., identity commodification and emotional self-manipulation for
opportunistic reasons as an ‘apogee’ of social reification). Lukács’ further conceptu-
alization of ‘reification’ extended beyond the economic sphere, arguing that this
process permeates all aspects of society and culture. This wider socio-cultural sphere
was defined by him, in one of his pre-Marxist studies, as the ‘second nature’:
The second nature, the nature of man-made structures, has no lyrical substantiality . . .
[It] is not dumb, sensuous and yet senseless, like the first; it is a complex of senses –
meanings – which has become rigid and strange, and which no longer awakens
interiority; it is a charnel-house of long-dead interiorities. (Lukács, 1971, p. 64)
Second nature, for Lukács, was a world characterized by cold rationality and
manipulation. Overwhelmed by economic alienation and social and moral patholo-
gies, Lukács’ subject becomes demoralised and disinterested. Lukács explained peo-
ple’s complacency and unwillingness to engage in/with the world as the effects of
reification. His early work, in particular, captured a struggle between one’s moral
values (ideals) and actions (the reality) in which ideals burst like bubbles on their
contact with dehumanizing and unjust social relations in capitalist societies. In this
way, reification for Lukács is a distorted form of human relations and praxis where
subjects come to perceive objects as things that can bring profit, subjects perceive
each other as objects of profitable transactions and one’s abilities and qualities
become evaluated from the point of view of profit-making as well. All these
changes towards nature, other people and the self neutralise one’s ethics of relations
that are not based on the economic or other forms of profitability.
Lukács was not only interested in uncovering the repressive nature of the wider
totality, but in his early work he also dreamt of a new, de-reified world and a new
ethical community. He expressed this hope by saying that “only the ethical subject
is constitutive” – i.e., it can only be constitutive if it can “avoid falling prey” to the
laws and normativity of man-made structures that are non-identical with “pure
ethics” (Lukács, 1971, p. 65). Honneth (2008) develops this idea further and
provides a helpful perspective on the messianic hope that Lukács expressed in The
theory of the novel and History of class consciousness. His engagement with the
Lukácsian concept of overcoming reification is particularly relevant to our argument
here as it anchors ethics to the tangibility of people’s lives and their interactions.
This enables us to approach the ethical in the institutional context of educational
accountability as a matter of social justice. Here we are thinking again about how
teachers in our project have used a wide range of practices to ameliorate the sym-
bolic and material violence wrought through standards-based accountability mea-
sures. It seems crucial, then, that our investigation of the ethical possibilities in
education focuses on the tension between two modes of relationality – the mode of
detached, data mediated relations that is imposed by standards-based accountability
and a mode of a genuine or true educational praxis that is based on recognition.
This is not to say that, as a form of reification, current neoliberal reforms are
devoid of ethics. Standards-based accountability assumes ethics as an abstract
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system of duties, codes and guidelines that teachers should follow regardless of the
specific context in which they are working, developing particular habits of mind
and guiding their decision-making. Yet, it is exactly this detached or spectator-like
view of ethics that becomes problematic if one faces the demand coming from oth-
ers, namely the flesh and blood individuals in classrooms. As Statman (1997) com-
ments, abstract principles and guidelines do not offer solutions to complicated
situations met in everyday life. Abstract and externally imposed universal rules and
principles, we argue, are central to the public realm that is conceived of as impartial
market relationships, often involving strangers. That is why, the marketization of
education attempts to reinscribe professional codes of teachers so that they relate to
their students as clients or strangers who should be treated with impartial respect,
but not cared for or ‘loved’, as one of our teachers said.
According to Honneth (2008), reification is a process of forgetting the primordial
patterns of relating to the other and the self that are based on empathy and care. Inves-
tigating the moral grammar of social relations, he rejects the notion that conflicts con-
stitute the basic feature of human condition, and that everything has to be driven by
the supposedly self-centred and egoistic character of people. Drawing on Hegel,
Dewey, Heidegger and Cavell, he develops a concept of ‘recognition’ that he sees as
central to the de-reification of social relationships today. Honneth (2008) argues that
every instrumental-rational understanding of the world can be underwritten by recog-
nition. Human beings are constitutively dependent on non-instrumental social rela-
tions for many aspects of their lives, particularly those that touch upon their ethical or
moral integrity in relation to the other. Honneth explains this dependency as a need
for the recognitive relationships of respect, care and esteem in all aspects of social life.
In doing so, he not only critiques the instrumental-rational core of reified relations but
also the core of a western philosophical tradition that emphasises the atomism of the
subject (and, in turn, the primacy of self-interest, of a self-centred stance vis-a-vis oth-
ers, and of a detached, spectator-like position on the world).
. . . The recognitional stance at issue here represents a wholly elementary form of
intersubjective activity, but one that does not yet imply the perception of the specific
value of another person . . . In human social behaviour, recognition and empathetic
engagement necessarily enjoy a simultaneously genetic and categorical priority over
cognition and a detached understanding of social facts. Without this antecedent act of
recognition, infants could not take over the perspectives of their figures of attachment,
and adults would be incapable of understanding the linguistic propositions of those
with whom they interact. (Honneth, 2008, pp. 51–52)
This standpoint on relations of recognition is important as it establishes a starting
point for rethinking professional ethics in the neoliberal conditions of accountability.
The act of recognition precedes and very often resists the imposition of rational and
data-mediated ways of relating to others imposed by the standards-based model of
accountability. If reification, according to Honneth, forces people to forget their
constitutive role in making the social world, de-reification is a process of “remem-
bering.” Recognition is therefore a key to teachers’ remembering of their role in a
socially just project of education. It is radically opposite to neoliberal accountability
that asserts an abstract notion of being a teacher and her duty to ensure outcomes.
Recognitive teaching evokes a notion of being there (in situ) as a teacher and one’s
ability to respond to the demand of a particular child. Reflecting on the importance
of recognition in their situated practice one of the teachers says:
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I think they’re treating us more like a corporate company, rather than an educational
institution. And I think that the child is being . . . lost in this. It’s supposed to be about
the child, and the child is not numbers. They’re feelings, they’re emotions. They’ve
got aspirations, they’ve got joy and beauty, and they’re not just scores. (Sally)
It is not uncommon for teachers to link the recognition of the experiences and dif-
ferences that students bring with them into a classroom situation to their sense of
good practice or true education. They feel that responding to their students is a vital
dimension of professional ethics. The discussions in which the teachers at Tarona
Primary School have been engaged have provided a vehicle for this kind of
‘remembering’. They have affirmed the importance of social relationships as a
means of denaturalising the unjust relations mediated by the numbers that suppos-
edly make their practices ‘transparent’. Their conversations reveal traces of a collec-
tive subject, not least because of the very fact of their engagement in the dialogical
inquiry that we have been facilitating. This ‘collective subject’ might be seen as a
form of ‘remembering’, as Honneth conceptualises, but it also points to an alterna-
tive future to that predicated by standards-based reforms. Indeed, the teachers’
residual sense of collective solidarity and their commitment to the pedagogical
event seem to us to be essential dimensions of any ethico-political project that
might challenge the reifying discourses of standards-based reforms. The first dimen-
sion is suggested by their use of the first person plural whenever they invoke their
school community; the second dimension is revealed by their personal anecdotes
where they have been responsive to individual children in particular situations.
These two dimensions are not in conflict. To the contrary, the teachers’ sense of
individual responsiveness (when, as individuals, they find themselves obliged to
respond to the call of just this particular student in this particular situation) is part
of a larger sense of their collective responsibility as members of the teaching to this
whole school community.
A question of an ethical subject: teachers’ fidelity to the pedagogical event
Our research has revealed how standards-based accountability is a form of reifica-
tion, threatening to replace the notion of community and human relations in schools
by relations between things (e.g. relations mediated by outputs, performance indica-
tors, school statistics, assessment data, etc.). But it has also revealed a possibility of
recovering a sense of a relational ethics – of a sense of human relations based on
recognition – through teachers remembering their role as a collective subject of edu-
cational practice. Repeatedly in their conversations with us, teachers have described
pedagogical events in which they attempt to reclaim the space and time for educa-
tive and responsive practice that is orientated towards the public good. Or, at least,
so it seems to us – for we are capturing dimensions of their conversations with us
that appear to suggest alternative ways of being and becoming, without necessarily
constituting a praxis that breaks through the regulations imposed on them by stan-
dards-based reforms. The fact is that these teachers continue to experience their pro-
fessional practice – the events or moments that they have related to us, when they
engage with children in their classrooms – on terms other than those defined for
them by standards-based reforms, which would reduce them to the status of service
deliverers and their students to customers or clients.
Following Honneth, these events might be described as moments of
‘de-reification’, affirming the relationships that constitute the teachers’ everyday
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world as distinct from the world defined by standards-based reforms. Even though
their everyday relationships continue to be mediated by those reforms in powerful
ways, we are interested in how these events offer opportunities for them to
acknowledge what ‘there is’ and what there ‘ought to be.’ Dialogical conversations
of teachers about their practices involve a collective engagement in “procedures of
truths” (Badiou, 2001, p. 28). Following Badiou, such events might be described as
a truth-process that is heterogeneous to the established or instituted order of knowl-
edge. In our case, these events come to display a discrepancy between the imposi-
tion of the neoliberal order of teacher practice and the ontological domain of
professional multiplicities – i.e., the excess of multiple practices over the finite sys-
tem of representations. Besides being constituted, the teachers also constitute them-
selves through this process. It becomes the point through which truth itself passes,
transfiguring an individual and shaping a collective subject (cf. Luxemburg, 1970).
Badiou’s conception of ethics is particularly useful in thinking about the collec-
tive subject (be it teachers in a particular school or nurses in a particular hospital) as
an ethical subject whose formation and transformation are related to a concrete situa-
tion from which truths arise.2 In a concrete situation, the subject commits itself, as it
were, to the ethical demand that comes from that situation; to the ethics of processes
by which it treats the possibilities of the situation. In other words, the subject
becomes effectively devoted to a cause. Such a notion of ‘devotion’ may seem
remote from the day-to-day reality of a small primary school in suburban Melbourne,
and yet we feel there are traces of such commitment in the language the teachers
offered, and – when they use the first person plural, as in the excerpt from their con-
versations below – a sense of a collective subject that might oppose the accountabil-
ity regime being imposed on them. This explains, for example, how teachers in this
school come to articulate themselves as a collective subject in relationship to a politi-
cal situation created by the accountability regime. As one teacher says:
We just do it [mandated assessment]. It comes here. We do it. And then it goes away and
then we carry on with our job, continue with doing what we’re doing really well. (Marissa)
The teachers might be described as having what Badiou calls ‘fidelity’ to the peda-
gogical event, a fidelity that cannot be explained just by the ethical categories of
‘care’ and ‘love’ as they are often used to explicate social relations in such situations.
The procedure of truths is an ethico-political project in which they also experience
the discontinuity of social relations, where they can choose to either give up or stay
committed to the cause. The sentiments expressed in language about ‘loving
teaching’ or ‘loving and caring for children’ seem oddly out of place in the world of
neo-liberal reforms. At best they can sound like mere clichés at a remove from the
complexities of the situations with which teachers are actually confronted from day
to day. Yet, what other language do teachers have in order to capture the nature of
the social interactions which they experience, their commitment to an ethics of care
in their everyday practice, and their sheer determination to persist, no matter what
obstacles they face? A pedagogical event then becomes for teachers the event of truth
about what education and professional responsibility in their situation are and ought
to be. Their collective experience of the political rupture of that situation is what pro-
vides them with an orientation to the pedagogical event – i.e., a truth process that is
heterogeneous to the restructuring of their work being brought about by standards-
based accountability. This is not to say that the teachers understand their professional
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commitment simply as something outside them to which they are accountable. This
is how neo-liberalism constructs ‘professionalism’. For these teachers, their profes-
sional commitment is something they renew daily through the specific events and
exchanges that constitute their professional lives. In this sense, the ‘truth’, as Badiou
puts it, is always a project. The subject cannot “say it all”; the saying of the truth is
always a “half-saying” and, hence, remains forever incomplete (Badiou, 2001). This
understanding of truth is relevant to our (re)thinking of ethics in conditions of stan-
dards-based accountability. Ethics in this sense is related to teachers’ situated work
rather than to some concept of abstract duty or codes of practice. As Badiou (2001,
p. 28) argues, “there is only the ethics-of”, which is in our case the ethics of “politics,
love, science and art” in professional practice. In this regard, truth processes in tea-
cher professional practice can be multiple and so, too, there will be as many subjec-
tive types as there are procedures of truth. Yet, this is not an endless multiplicity. The
pedagogical event is true if only it is universalisable across situations – that is, if it
resonates with the profession. Hence, for example, if for teachers in the local school
the pedagogical event is essentially about the de-reification of education through rec-
ognition, responsibility and the ethics of care, then it is true if it speaks to all other
teachers.
We are yet to see whether this pedagogical event and the teachers’ fidelity to it,
as they have become apparent to us in our conversations with these teachers,
address the experiences of other public school teachers in Australia who are partici-
pating in our project. As we have indicated, the ‘truth’ is not necessarily something
that can be generalised, as though it can be identified according to where people
indicate their preferences on a Likert scale. Indeed, the truth is true only for its sub-
jects, not for its spectators (Zizek, 2000). However, what appeals to us in Badiou is
his account of the subject that emerges from the rupturing of situation and attempts
to de-reify itself. Such a possibility allows ethics to be approached as a process of
teachers’ (trans)formation in which they commit themselves to the concrete situa-
tion. This opens up a relation between ethics and politics and, to be sure, highlights
the primacy of the ethical in this relation. The subject’s fidelity to the event “moti-
vates ethical action whose justification exceeds [the] situation and works to bring
about its transformation and amelioration” (Critchley, 2007, p. 49). With regard to
professional practice, commitment to a pedagogical event allows one to be in “a
position to know that he [sic] was capable of this co-belonging to a situation and to
the hazardous course of a truth, this becoming-subject” (Badiou, 2001, p. 46). The
experience of ethical “consistency” in the process, which Badiou explains by using
the ethical maxim “Keep going!,” provides a possibility of de-reification. The pro-
cedure of truth (ethics) demands in turn a political action, which means for teachers
distancing themselves from the state (i.e., the neoliberal government, its political
reforms and governance technologies) and reaffirming their professional autonomy
(cf. Sachs, 2000). Distance from the state, therefore, means that the political process
and its decisions should be undertaken by the profession autonomously from the
neoliberal state and what it deems important, what it decides to impose on teachers.
If the profession allows the political process and the project of education to be fully
dominated by the state, then it has already lost its political independence.
It is worthwhile to “remember” that the very idea of the profession was built
around its autonomy from the state – that is, as a result of the social contract with the
state to further its autonomy and interests as part of the larger ‘professional project’
(Weber, 1978). Historically, the state has given to the profession an undertaking to
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serve the society in exchange for its professional autonomy. This has created a moral
relationship built on professional responsibility and, ideally, on trust. Funds have
been committed to build schools, pay salaries and develop curriculum resources.
Teaching professionals in turn have made promises and contracts to provide educa-
tional goods and to strive to achieve them. In this sense teachers and schools have
been expected to give an account to the public, as an indication of compliance to
some education standards. Professional self-regulation has served as an assurance
given by the profession to establish and implement standards of pedagogical practice.
Today, however, there has been a degree of conservative scepticism towards the pro-
fessional claims and, particularly, towards the ability of the profession to regulate
classroom practices of teachers, the extent to which it can put the public good above
industrial self-interests and even about the knowledge on which professional learning
and practice rely. Current political initiatives such as standards-based accountability,
the development of national curriculum, inquiry into teaching quality and the Teach
for Australia initiative have been justified precisely on these grounds.
With these changes in relationships between the state and the profession, the
concept of teachers as a political subject is directly at stake. The subject is split, as
it were, in the ordinary course of events between multiple truths (e.g., between pro-
fessional responsibility and standards-based accountability and between the public
good and economic). Truth in this ruptured situation is a matter of conviction that
emerges from the active experience of identifying oneself with a cause. The identity
of the professional subject rests “entirely, unconditionally, on this commitment”
(Hallward, 2003, p. xxvi). In his detailed analysis of accountability, Biesta (2004)
formulates ethics as one’s responsibility for the proximal (students, moral self and
situation). Restoring responsibility as an essential component of educational rela-
tionships is not just a personal task. The accountability regime imposed on teachers’
positions them as individuals who are experiencing isolation and anomie vis-à-vis
the anonymous structures and mechanisms that have been put in place. It is obvious
that one way to resist this construction is to affirm a collective identity, a sense of
affiliation with others who are likewise caught up in this situation. From this point
of view, we do not hesitate to say that professional ethics as responsibility and the
teachers’ commitment to it are the principal adversary of the neoliberal ideology of
accountability in education today.
Conclusion
Standards-based accountability constitutes a core concept of neoliberal policy-
making in education, both fashioning and normalizing what counts as teacher prac-
tice, professionalism and relationships between teachers, students, parents and the
public. A key to this process is the idea of a ‘new professional’ – the one who is
sensitive to the demands of the market (i.e., customers) and is motivated to produce
quality and accept public accountability. The paradox of neoliberal discourses in
education is that, in putting emphasis on teachers’ performance, the idea of a
socially responsible educator has been replaced by a ‘managed’ professional. As
such, the regime of standards-based accountability reifies teachers through the
increased regulation of their work, performance appraisals, reporting of test results
to the public and other surveillance and disciplining mechanisms. The neoliberal
conditions of reification, in which teachers, their practices and students are treated
as measurable, instrumentalised objects of scrutiny (to be rewarded or punished),
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conflict with the larger purposes of education and affect the professional identity of
educators, their relationships with students and their capacity to implement rich
forms of curriculum and pedagogy.
We find some hope by turning to the ethical as we have sensed it being enacted
by the teachers who are participating in our project. In our view, there is no ques-
tion more topical in the current contexts of education than the question of profes-
sional ethics, understood as a recognition of others and professional responsibility
for the students’ future. Turning to ethics does not mean escaping the political.
Rather, it is posing the ethical as a foundation for political action. If recognitive eth-
ics is central to the de-reification of social relations between teachers, students, par-
ents and community, if this enables teachers to keep going and continue doing what
they do best regardless of the circumstances in which they find themselves, then
this is a true ethics. Such an ethics is true, as Badiou would say, because it is inter-
nal to a truth procedure and is, consequently, indifferent to the external accountabil-
ity regime and/or any objective conception of one’s professional duty that has been
formulated outside of a situation. If standards-based accountability attempts to inter-
rupt or corrupt this truth, ethics holds out the prospect of a collective subject that
can continue the project of democratic education. It calls teachers to commit to
responsibility for others; to the pedagogical event that is impossible to fulfil. Even
though the truth procedure of being responsible is never finalized, one’s fidelity to
the event of responsible teaching enables many teachers to cope and to go on. To
the risk of a renunciation of this fidelity in conditions of neoliberal reforms, ethics
opposes courage and endurance, a determination not to give up on truth.
Notes
1. Tarona Primary School and the names of teachers are pseudonyms.
2. It is important to note that, in thinking about the subject, Badiou (2001, p. 27) is not so
much interested in the Other or Otherness, rather he reverses the other-same binary and
poses the Same as an ethico-political problem – “the Same, in effect, is not what is (i.e.
the infinite multiplicity of differences) but what comes to be.”
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